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Lavme 1 

“On the other hand, you wdl never$nd a savage 

who IS a truly great commander, and vety rarely 

one who would be considered a mlhtary genrus, 

smce thrs requires a degree of mteliectuaI powers 

beyond anythmg that a prlmrtrve people can 

develop ” 

Carl von Clauses itz’ 

Carl van Clausewltz, the 19th centmy German nuhtary theorist, was most hkely unmformed about the 

Amencan In- and their struggle to retam their mdependence and he was defmtely not fan&u R nh Slttmg Bull 

as tis In& chief had not yet been born Clausewltz would have considered these Ink-and Slttmg Bull- 

savages, and, based on the above excerpted quotahon from On War, mcapable of producmg a great commander 

Although not expllcltiy stated, Clausewltz would also conclude that sat ages, gn en their lack of necessary 

mtellectual powers were also Incapable of producmg a nuhtary strategst 

Thts analyticcal essay will clearly show that Clausewltz was incorrect m hi ,lews by demonstratmg that 

Slttmg Bull. the leader of the Hunkpapa Sioux and later the leader of the greater Teton In&an Nafioq was both a 

great comma&r and strategy and aas the pre-emment Sioux I&an commander and strategst m the penod lMO- 

1876, tis time 111 Amencan hstory can be categorized as “The Warriors Last Stand “’ TIE essg will also show 

that Simng Bull possessed the mtellectual acumen to understand the theorencal underpmmngs of R ar e\ en though 

he had never been formally schooled m warfare or strategy 

To prove this thesis, tis essa> will examme the ongm, development, aud appllcauon of Slttmg Bull’s 

concept of war&re wlthm Clausewltz’s framework for \%ar Slttmg Bull’s practical views on the nature. purpose. and 

conduct pf war wdl be exammed m the context of hs leadership durmg hvo northern plams In&an caml~~gns 

conducted between 1566 through 1876 These views will then be analyzed based on Clausenltz’s the09 on ear 

Thus essay WIU conclude that Smmg Bull denved and executed a consistent application of warfare, possessed the 

necessary mtellect, and was a great commander aud strategst In m cases there 1s clear congruence between 

Smmg Bull’s apphcafion and Clausemltz’s theory The point as to whether Slttmg Bull was a null- gemus 

will not be debated since Clausewltz left manem ermg room that a sax age could be a nuhtary gemus, albeit rarely 
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BACKGROUND 

Slmng Bull &d not have the benefit of readmg Clausewltz for although he was an eloquent omtot3 there 1s 

no record that he could read or wnte He 1s usually nzmembered for his role m the Battle of the Little Big Horn, 

thy battle resulted m the amuh&&on of the Umted States Seventh Cavalry led by Lieutenant Colonel George 

Custer Lesser known, but more Important, IS Slmng Bull’s role m leadmg the Sioux Indmns lmtmlly and later 

the Greater Teton Nanon m reslstmg the encroachmg Amencan frontiersmen and m reslstmg the harsh federal Itian 

pohccles nnposed durmg the latter half of the mneteenth centmy 

Born m 1834 mto the tnbal tra&tions of the nomadic northern plams Indmus. Slmng Bull began 

partzlpatmg as a warnor when he was fourteen. Durmg his youth he demonstrated prowess as a hunter aud began 

preparmg for spmtual leaderstip of the Hunkpapa Sioux, a role he would mhent from tis father, a rnJ suc and Sioux 

war chef Approachmg adulthood, Slttmg Bull became a member of the Strong Heart Wamor Society m his tribe, 

an honor bestowed on the bravest wamors as demonstrated by performance m battle By the rmd 1850’s he began 

to assert pollt~al tiuence on lus mbe by takmg charge of the Strong Hearts ’ 

As he was maturmg, several events conmbuted to Slttmg Bull’s development as a m&ant and hi Qstrust 

of the White man Slmng Bull kuew about the forclble relocation of the conquered eastern Amencan In&an mbes to 

the Amencan west, since he aud the Sioux people fought these mmugmnt Idaus as then resettled m tradmonal 

Slou?r huntmg areas These relocated Indmn mbes brought with them mformation concermng the total subJugabon 

of then mbes by the wtite mau, a lust09 of broken pronuses by the wtite man and tales of Imhan populations 

ravaged bq the White man’s &seases, smallpox and cholera Slttmg Bull also had random encounters with non- 

I&an settlers and he determmed that these settlers mtended to settle the western lands aud msplace the name 

Indmn inhabitants 

Slmng Bull was never an elected chef m hs mbe, but lus prestige and mfluence was greater than other 

lugh-rankmg pohtxal leaders m his mbe Much mfluence uas denved from Slttmg Bull’s focus and protracted 

efforts to protect ins tribes huntmg areas and culture from outside influences ’ Imhally, tius challenge conslsted of 

mcurs~ons by other In&an mbes, but by the lS6Os the majonty of these mcurslons came from non-Ink Durmg 

the mcurslons by other In& mbes, Simng Bull recogmzed there was no muted In&au nation among the western 

and northern plams Indmns Tlus facnonahsm was a weakness among the Indrans and Slmng Bull was astute 

enough to reahze tlus shortcommg-partxularly gwen the forebodmg encroachment of nhltes mto the tradmonal 

huntmg and sacred areas of the Sioux 
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By the nud-186Os, Slmng Bull was firmly established as the leader of the Hunkpapa Sioux and was clearly 

a leader among the northern plams In&am Slmng Bull’s acuons, both pohtical and nuhtary conducted from 

1560 through 1576 nrll illustrate Slttmg Bull’s concepts and applrcaQon of warfare 

NATURE OF WAR 

Throughout tius hfe, Slttmg Bull held the consistent arm to retam the Sioux way of hfe as nomadx hunters 

lwmg on then own huntmg and gathermg lands He also wanted the Indians to retam their culture and hentage 

Freedom for Slttmg Bull represented the open plams full of buffalo, these plams would ideally be occupied by other 

Sioux tribes With tlus as a background, Slttmg Bull considered war as a tool to realize tis aurn 

Pnor to 1860, the major challenge to the Hunkpapa Sioux was from other In&an mbes as the northern 

plams tribes roamed the vast great plams m search of buffalo Wars were fought by the Slouv on a lrmzted basis to 

retam tradmonal huntmg and gathermg areas Many of these “wars” actually conslsted of &mushes with the 

weaker side fightmg, then yleldmg and movmg on War was conducted on a lrmlted scale bathout the mtent of 

total &sarmament of the enemy These wars were necessaq for Slmng Bull to have hs enem), other In&an mbes 

imtmlly, yield to htus wfl and prohibit encroachment on tradmonal Sioux huntmg grounds 

Slttmg Bull’s \e\N on the nature of war changed once large U S CaAry formaDons were introduced to the 

northern great plams After the Amencan Cn 1 War, the U S Cavahy moked weshvard to protect settlers and ad 

in the settlement of the w estem terntones War now became a fight for survival of the In&an peoples, war now 

became a total phenomenon The wlute man wanted nothmg less than ihe total subJugaDon of the Inhans and their 

removal to reservtions where the In- could become acculturated m Anglo-Amencan hentage and culture ’ 

Slmng Bull steadfastly abhorred tlus treatment to\xud the Indians and although hs am to retam tradmonal 

hunung and gathermg grounds remamed constant, he reahzed the whne man, as represented b) the U S Cavalq. 

represented a dnect threat to the contmued existence of I&an freedom and culture This e\ oh mg view on Slmng 

Bull’s nature of war, from imtiall~ a hrmted v.ar to ulhmatelq a total war, 1s best reflected m lus conduct of war and 

will be dxussed later m &IS essay 

Clausewltz described the natme of war as a remarkable trm$ composed of pnmordA \?olence. hatxd and 

emmty, the play of chance and probablhty, and wars subordmauon to pohcy Thus mmly corn&es with Slmng 

Bull’s blew on the nature of war Fusf there was the element of extreme hatred of the white man and the white 

man’s way of hfe TUG hatred of the whte man permeated Indian society. pamcularly once Slmng Bull and ti 
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followers realized the endgame aas smvlval of their tradaonal way of hfe As a mystic, Slmng Bull behe\ ed m 

chance and the In- attnbuted chance to then gods, thej prayed and danced to then gods to g\e them good 

fortune and ‘ good me&cme” the) considered necessary to 1% m m battle Although outnumbered many umes, 

Slmng Bull beheved that good luck and moral nghteousness would allow the In&am to mumph As will be 

shown III the next se&on on the purpose of war, Slmng Bull beheved that war was an mstrument of policy 

War was viewed by Sithng Bull as combat-pure and simple Thus combat could be symbohc as it was 

many tunes when fightmg other Ina mbes, or could be focused on the amuhlahon of the enemy as demonstrated 

m the Battle of the Little Big Horn SG.tmg Bull was m total agreement with Clausewitz that there was only one 

means m war and that was combat Slttmg Bull reahzed that wars are fought m the atmosphere of danger, physical 

exerhon, and fncfion as demonstrated bj tis bravery m battle 

PURPOSE OF WAR 

Slmng Bull was both the pohtlcal and rmhtary leader of mmally the Hunkpapa Sioux and finally the 

coahhon of the Sioux. Cheyenne, and Ampaho-the greater Teton In&an nation ’ In tis role as both a pohhcal and 

mthtary leader. he recogmzed that war was not Just an act of policy but a contmuahon of pohtics by other means 

TIE was demonstrated m his deahngs with the white man as early as the rmd 1860s 

Durmg the penod 1366-1865, Slttmg Bull \+as selected as the prmclpal defender of Sioux nauonallsm and 

became the leader of approxnnately 20,000 northern plams Itians who resisted the attempts of the wtite man to 

forclbl> relocate them to resert ations Slttmg Bull firmly resisted the acculturauon process whereby Indmns could 

be assmulated into the Anglo-Amencan society and he wanted to retam hs own temtorq to keep the In- culture 

mtact Tlus pnnclple of mamtammg In&an lands and culture 1s consistent throughout Slttmg Bull’s hfe 

However, he was wilhng to negotite pnor to gomg to war, as long as hi pohhcal aun to mamtam Indum lands 

and culture could be accommodated 

When hs poll&al arm to retam the Sioux ancestral huntmg and gathermg grounds agamst further 

encroachment by both non-Itian settlers and the U S Army faled durmg negohahons with the mlute man, Slttmg 

Bull led his v+arnors on nuds from 1866 through 1865 agamst both settlers and the U S Army In these battles 

near the confluence of the Yellow stone and M~ssoun Rwers. Slttmg Bull and tis followers were able to disrupt the 

Army and commumcahons to the extent that the go\ emment a as wlllmg to settle for a negouated peace * The 

1868 Fort Laranue Tree fohade w lutes to enter specific tracts of land 1% hch R as In& temtory and ga\ e the 
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Sioux, Cheyenne and Ampaho mbes a spacious resen ation encompassing the entxe western half of present daj 

South Dakota In ad&tion, unceded lands to the nest through the Powder kver countq to the Big Horn 

Mountams was totally reserved for Indian use 9 Ths settlement sahsfied some of Slttmg Bull’s war arms by 

retammg ancestral land solely for Indmu use, but. although the terms were generous to the Indmns, the) were not 

acceptable to Simng Bull Slttmg Bull &d not accept the peace treaty because the treaty conslderabl> dummshed 

the vast ancestral range of the Sioux However, other Indian leaders. to include Red Cloud, accepted the treaty aud 

retxed to the reservation. 

The penod 1870 through 1876 represented another challenge to the Sioux leader’s pohhcal arms of 

retammg then ancestral huntmg and sacred terntones Durmg this tnne, gold seekers entered the Black Hills 

hsregardmg the Fort Laranue treaty When it became apparent that the Grant adnumstranon was not going to 

enforce tis polmcal treaty, Smmg Bull began to assemble his followers lo Agam, rmhtaq force was necessaq as a 

contmuation of pohhcal achvity by other means This nuhtaq achon cuhnmated m the battle of the Little Big 

Horn The purpose of Slmng Bull’s canqugn was agam to retam ancestral I&an lands, but the results of thy 

battle served to galvamze the U S government and Army mto acuon Aroused and hunuhated by these and other 

defeats, the Army was now unwlllmg to negotiate aud concentrated on a relentless pursmt of the Sioux Smmg 

Bull was ne\ er agam able to put together a coherent fighhng force that could challenge the U S Cavahy and he 

recogmzed that hs nuhtary power was ineffective as a polmcal mstrument Slmng Bull aud maq of hi followers 

escaped mto Cauada m late 1576 but surrendered to U S authonhes m 1851, he was then lmpnsoned for h30 years 

Slmng Bull &ed m lS90 at the hands of the Indmn Pohce 

Analyzmg Clause\\ itz m eals conmaence bet\\ een Slttmg Bull’s apphcahon and Clausen &z’s theoq on 

the purpose of war Clauserr itz stated that war is not a mere act of pohq but a true polihcal mstmment-a 

conhnuation of polmcal achvlty by other means This is enmely consistent with Slttmg Bull’s actions and his 

goal to mamtam In&an ancestral lands and culture Slttmg Bull would negotiate pnor to gomg to war and would 

remam at peace If the polmcal outcome was consistent with hts goals When negouaons faled or 13 ere 

unfavorable, he would lead hts followers to war m order to a&eve then goals Addmonally, Slmng Bull had the 

advantage of bemg both a pohtxal and nuhtaq leader, theEby allowmg hm to be consistent m the use of war as a 

pohtxal mstrument-a fact Clausewltz would have appreciated 
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There are few, If aq , nntten In&an records dealing with then conduct of rmhtaq campaqq~ The II&III 

culture depended on elders verbally relatmg the mbe’s hstoIy m order to presen e hlstoF from one generation to the 

next The In&an conduct of warfare, pnmanly told by the ah~te man, 1s often biased TIE fact 1s shown m a book 

on George Custer where Custer’s leaders attempted to recompose the Battle of the Little Big Horn to deflect aq 

culpability from themselves ” There 1s however, sufficleut documentation to determme the conduct of war used b) 

Slttmg Bull durmg lus tenure as the leader of the Sioux and ulhmately leader of the Greater Teton Nanon 

p?. 

Slmng Bull’s views and apphcation for the conduct of war changed durmg hi hfetnne In Sittmg Bull’s 

early years, war was prnnanlj waged agamst other Mums tribes as the notic, northern great plams In&an mbes 

competed for food and hunhng sources War was necessary to have the enemy do your 1% 111, but was conducted on a 

hnuted basis to protect 4 our huntmg and sacred areas It was akm to a romauuc type of war where, although 

wamors were lulled and then camps burned and wives and ch&lren taken pnsoner, there was much tra&uon and 

brave9 was revered An example 1s the Imhan concept of the “coup ” Most plams In&am carned a coup shck. a 

long slender rod of wood, which was used to touch an opposmg wamor m a fight You brought honor to yourself 

1% hen you could conduct a ‘coup” of an armed eneq and then escape ” Although thus t+pe of conduct was adnured 

by the In&am, it &d not mspn-e aq adnurauon or sympathy m the whte man The conduct of this .q le of war 

&d not lead to many large engagements but rather to lmnted &mushes 1~1th small groups of warriors fightmg other 

small groups of opposing wamors 

Slmng Bull’s conduct of war changed when he progressed from the hnuted warfare of fightmg pnmanly 

Indans Ih the 1850s to total warfare fightmg the spnztdmg encroachment of the whmz settlers and their anmes m the 

1860s Given the lmnted resources that Slmng Bull had and his employment of these resources, we can descnbe 

hts evoh mg conduct of MT agamst the whte man as a large engagement, or posslblq more than one engagement, 

followed by long penods of unconventronal warfare untd the necessity or opportunQ for another large engagement 

arose An example is m 15741876 when h+o jears of small engagements and I&S cuhnmated in mo successi\ e 

large engagements, one at the Rosebud and the other at the Little Big Horn The battle of the Rosebud represented 

a depamue from previous Ind~an tacucs m that the In&aus attacked first and m ovenvhelmmg force l3 

It 1s mtereshng to note that Smmg Bull’s conduct of total war envisioned more than only decisive battles 

Deasnre battles were only a part of hs strategy, m reahty the Indzms were fighhng a guernlla style war agamst a 

convenhonal Arnq The Indrans would contmually stnke at the U S Cavalry using small rillds and slumushes 
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f-- 
Slmng Bull determmed that the U S Cavalry was the enemy center of gra~ty and was the focus of the maJon of 

hs attacks, but he would also conduct small nuds agamst settlers to serve as an lmtant to the U S Ca\ airy and to 

weaken the will of the settlers 

<- i 

e- 

The use of unconvenhonal warfare, usually unhzmg small mdmg parhes by Slttmg Bull and hi followers 

was based on the culture and tmdmons of the plams I~~KIIE but was also Ideally smted to counter the tactics of the 

U S Cavalq The Cavahy m many cases was doomed to fight the Waus nlth techmques of conventtonal uarfare 

For a centu~ the Army fought the I&am as If they were Bnush, Mexicans, or Confederates Each Indum war 1% as 

expected to be the last so the General’s naer developed a doctrme or orgamzanon adapted to the special problems 

posed by the In&an style of fighhng Itian warfare was usually unconvenhonal warfare but the Army’s an%er was 

no more mnovative than the ‘ total war” concepts of Sheridan and Sherman whch n ere nnported from the 

Shenandoah and the March to the Sea right onto the great plams I4 

Engagements m the Indian wan were not of the magmtude expenenced m Napoleomc warfare or em lsloned 

by Clausewitz In a theater of operahons with on& several thousand sokhers, any engagement usmg over one half of 

these solders is a large engagement Smularl~ , m the Battle of the Little Big Horn, over three thousand In&an 

mrr~ors were ava&&le and thy represented the ma.onty of the northern plams In&au males of fighung age that were 

not on the reservations 

From the Indzin perspecuve war was a brave and moral act and these quahues were no better etiblted 

than by their chefs with Sittmg Bull representahve of all great In&an chefs The Inti’s re\ ered braveq, 

expenence, and boldness An example of Slmng Bull’s boldness was demonstrated durmg a bnsk firefight with the 

U S Cavall, , when Slmng Bull &smounted between the two forces, seated hnnself on the ground, filled hts pipe, 

set it alight with flmt and stone, and sat there smohq wMe the bullets zipped past hum He &d not budge until 

the pipe was fimshed and the bow 1 scraped clean” Although tis was an act of boldness at the mdnqdual level it 

inspired much courage and confidence m his ablihes as leader of the large Sioux nauon 

The goals set bj Smmg Bull were almost always defensive He wanted to retam hts mbal lands and did 

not want to proceed farther than removing the enemy from his huntmg and gathenng lands This enemy could be 

hostile In&an mbes, \*hte settlers, or the U S Cavalq Slttmg Bull beheved m fighung a defensive war but he 

retamed the abll@ to go on the offense fi necessary-tis capablho was demonstrated at the battle of the Rosebud 

Analyzmg Slttmg Bull’s conduct of war agamst Clausew~tz’s theory yields mamly convergence but there 

are several drstmct Merences Slmng Bull is not m total accord with Clausewitz’s prenuse that strateB is the use 
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of engagements to a&eve the ObJeCt of the war Although there were several maJor engagements b) Slmng Bull’s 

foxes, there we= far more mcidents of uncom enhonal warfanz This unconvenuonal form of warfare may not h e 

been envisioned by Clausewltz as he was tmpped m a conunental European model of warfare based on large 

engagements and declslve battles Slmng Bull beheved m engagements and declslte battles but had a fleqble 

strategy on hoa to achra e k goal of terntonal mtegnty Slmng Bull a as also prachcal m tius adaptation of 

strategy and tactics based on his llrmted means In many cases he was able to maxumze hs results (ends) usmg 

nummum means 

The moral elements defined by Clausm*%z match the moral qualmes demonstrated by Slmng Bull E\ en 

Clausewitz would agree that Slmng Bull possessed great moral charactenshcs as a commander based on Slttmg 

Bull’s expenence and courageous followers coupled with Smmg Bull’s muts of boldness and perse\ erance 

Clause~ltz had a much broader concept of hlctory than S&rmg Bull, but Slmng Bull had more modest 

means than Clausewltz had previously stied Smmg Bull’s goal was to retam tradmonal huntmg and gathenng 

grounds and retam sacred terntory He would accomphsh thus through defeatmg the U S Cavalry, but he Qd not 

see that he had to occupy Washmgton D C or capture addmonal terntory to hs east Actmg \+ith utmost 

concentrahon and speed was a prmciple prachced by Smng Bull, these were hvo pnnciples that Clausen itz stated 

underhned all strategy plannmg Based on his conduct of warfare, there 1s sufficient proof that Sltung Bull, 

although ignorant of Clausewltz’s theory of war, applied a 1 cry smular theory as demonstrated through Slttmg 

Bull’s prackal apphcahon and execuhon of warfare on the northern great plams Slmng Bull was possibly more 

flexiile and \islonary thau Clausewltz smce Sittmg Bull reahzed the effecmeness of uncomenhonal warfare as an 

integral component of total war 

CONCLUSIONS 

Slmng Bull was a great leader m both the pohhcal and nuhkuy arenas As the umung force for the Sioux 

Indmns and later the greater Teton Natron, Slmng Bull demonstrated the pohhcal and nuhtary astuteness to forge 

au alhance which could meet the I&au arms to forcibly remo\ e the wlute man from In&an ancestral huntmg and 

gathermg lands He was a tough negohator as shown by his response to the 1568 Fort Laranue Treaty As a 

rmhtary leader, Slttmg Bull 1% as the prmclpal developer and executor of the In&an strateg) to remove the wtite man 

from In- terntoq m the present day northern plams states of South Dakota. Wyommg and Montana From the 

penod lS60 through 1576, Slmng Bull served as the prmclpal Indmn leader m the northern plams and led hs 
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coahfion of tnbes on several successful campgns, reachmg a nuhm zemth m 1576 at the Battle of the Little Big 

Horn A; seen through Slttmg Bull’s views on the nature. purpose. and conduct of nar, uneducated or prumtn e 

does not mfer the lack of mtellectual capacity to understand and conduct warfare or to be a great nuhtary leader 

Adhuonally. based on hs grasp of w arfare and the strategy he de\ eloped, Sitting Bull could be described 

as a nuhlary strateg& Fle2oble strateges that evoh ed when the enemy changed from other Inti mbes to 

ulhmately the U S Cavalry, show a keen acumen for the conduct of war The strategy and tactxs Sittmg Bull 

developed and employed resemble m many \%ays unconvenuonal warfare tachcs seen tom 

Although he received no formal educahon aud tis expenence m warfare was on-the-job trammg. Sittmg 

Bull de\ eloped a remarkably consistent and effechbe apphcahon of warfare that would have made Clausewltz proud 

Simng Bull does not have a recorded autobiography and there is x erq httle wntten bj the In&am concermng their 

nuhtary study and tistoq, however. &ssectmg Slmng Bull’s pohucal and nuhtar~ acUons durmg the penod lS60- 

1576 meals that Slmng Bull &d have a reahsuc and mhOId \ rew of the nature, purpose, and conduct of war and 

hi views and apphcahons of warfare are in most aspects consistent \%qth Clausenitzlan the09 

Slttmg Bull’s mtranslgence m the face of whrte aggression hs courage m defendmg his people. and his 

refusal tb step aside m a remarkable struggle have marked Slttmg Bull as a truly great commander and leader It 

would be mterestmg to see how Clausewltz would have analyzed the Amencan northern plams I&an campagns- 

from the Imhan peBpeCh\ e Given the above essay, even Clausewltz would conclude that Slmng Bull R as both a 

great leader and a strategst-and he should revise tis quote hsted at the begmmng of tlus essa! The follorr mg 

quote by Clausewltz, agam excepted from On Wx, proTides addmonal proof of Slmng Bull’s stature as a truly 

great commander and strategst m accordance with Clausew&~‘s own Rnhngs coupled with the contents of ths 

essay 

P=- 

The jirst, the most supreme, the most far reaching act 

ofjudgment that the statesman and commander have 

to make IS to estabhsh the knd of war on whrch they are 

embarkmg, neither mrstakmg rt for, nor tryng to turn It mto, 

somethmg that IS ahen to rts nature This IS the first of all 

strategrc questions and the most comprehensnge 

Carl 1 on Clausewitz’” 
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